CHAPTER III

Spaniards reveal the Amazons and the Orinoko

THE marvellous river of the Amazons, which pours into
the Atlantic probably the greatest volume of water con-
tributed to an ocean by any river system, is in some re-
spects less a river than a freshwater sea. It is, indeed, the
development of what was once the Sea of the Amazons,
a vast shallow lake which received the silt washed down
by innumerable streams from the lofty Andes, the plateaus
of Venezuela, and the highlands of Guiana and of northern
Brazil Becoming gradually filled up by these deposits,
and its bed being also lifted by an uprise of this portion of
the earth's surface, it grew in the course of time to be no
longer a sea but a vast network of rivers feeding one cen-
tral lake-like stream. Farther back in the history of the
earth the Amazons Sea may have been joined, perhaps,
to another huge inlet of the ocean, represented now by the
Rio de la Plata river system. These two gulfs, when they
united their arms, separated the large Brazilian Island
from Andine South America* Long before man had
reached South America the basin of the Amazons was no
longer a vast lake with a narrow outlet between PaM and
the Araguari, but instead had become an enormous fan-
shaped plain, 2,300,000 square miles in extent, traversed
by wellnigh countless rivers, all converging eastwards in
the main course of the Amazons, and sending 550,000 cubic
feet of water every second through the Amazons delta into
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